The purpose of this study is to analyse the effects of brand credibility and perceived quality on consumers' evaluation of brand alliance. This goal has been followed by examining the impact of constituent brands credibility on co-brand overall credibility, effect of perceived quality of the constituent brands on co-branded product perceived quality and constituent brands credibility and perceived quality on perceived price and purchase intention of cobranded product as the hypotheses of the study. This study can be considered as an applied research from purpose perspective and descriptive-survey with regards to the nature and method (type of correlation). Respondents to the questionnaire were shoppers at one of branches of Refah chain stores in Isfahan city which randomly selected.
The most important issue in the field of brand alliance is that why and how consumers evaluate brand alliances and co-branded products. In order to improve our understanding of how consumers evaluate co-branded products we need a deeper understanding of the factors affecting this evaluation. This study is trying to investigate the way by which factors like brand credibility and brand perceived quality affect consumers' evaluation of brand alliance. To meet this objective, first, we begin with a review of the literature on co-branding, brand alliance and factors affecting consumers' evaluation. This is followed by an outline of the methodological approach and the results of the study are reported. Finally, the conclusion and managerial implications are discussed.
Co-Branding
Because there is no consensus about the definition of co-branding among researchers, other terms such as brand alliance, composite branding, ingredient or composite branding, multi-branding, and joint or dual branding are used interchangeably (Besharat, 2010) . Generally, co-branding strategy is defined when two brands or more introduce a product jointly to the market or when two or more brands cooperate in marketing activities such as promotion (Rao et al., 1999) . Askegaard and Bengtsson (2005) imply that co-branding is a brand strategy which is used in various markets and industries all over the world. Besharat (2010) also suggests three criteria to identify co-branding strategy:  A long-term agreement and cooperation is necessary to form a co-brand.  The product's logo or package should present the name of both brands together.

The primary goal of co-branding is to introduce a new product to the market.
Today, co-branding is a common strategy for introducing new products or the same products but with new features to the market, especially in the electronic and computer market. Partnering of Samsung with Armani (Samsung-Armani) and Google (Samsung-Google, Nexus) to introduce cell phones is a good example of this strategy. By using co-branding strategy, Samsung, Armani, and Google can benefit from each other's advantages, expertise and even market share. However, co-branding is not simply just a combination of two brands or cooperation between them (Motion et al., 2003) . Nowadays, co-branding has more complicated concept. Firms that want to form a co-brand may consider value of their brands (Motion et al., 2003) or their brand equity (Besharat, 2010) in order to get better results from their cooperation. Thus, various factors should be considered to form a co-brand because inappropriate implementation of co-branding strategy may result in negative consequences (James, 2005) .
Regardless of probable negative results of co-branding strategy, this strategy has undeniable benefits. Besharat (2010) indicates the benefits of co-branding for participating brands. For example, co-branding may make it easy for brands to transfer positive brand associations from one brand to another. Co-branding can serve as quality signals of a new product. Co-branding also influences perceptions about the image of one brand when legitimacy transfers from the second brand. That is, brands that are present in a co-brand can share their values and images with each other. Hadjicharalambous (2001) also indentifies co-branding benefits as follows:  Co-branding facilitates access to distribution.  Because of the fit between the core brands and the extension, the probability that consumer evaluates co-branded products would be increased.  From a signaling standpoint, consumers may be more confident about product quality with a co-branding extension than a single brand extension.
Brand Alliance
The term of brand alliance refers to a combination of two or more individual brands which may be short-term or long-term (Rao and Ruekert, 1994; Simonin and Ruth, 1998) . Rodrigue and Biswas (2004) , suggest that brand alliances can be defined as two types: joint promotion and ingredient brand alliance. They suggest that "joint promotion involves the promotion of complementary product use". For example, each of Crest and Oral-B that are promoted together can be consumed independently by consumer. In contrast, "the ingredient brand alliance involves an integration of two products such that one product cannot be consumed without consuming the other". A well known example of this kind of alliance is the "Intel Inside" campaign (Rodrigue and Biswas, 2004) . Similarly, previous research divide brand alliance into two forms: physical or symbolic (Simonin and Ruth, 1998; Rao et al., 1999; James, 2006) . Going along with the previous research, this study uses a set of hypothetical physical alliances in order to test the hypotheses (Simonin and Ruth, 1998; Rao and Ruekert, 1999; James, 2006) .
Various studies use signaling theory to explain the rationale behind the brand alliances (Rao et al., 1999; Park et al., 1996; Levin et al., 1996; Simonin and Ruth, 1998; James, 2006) . For instance, Rao et al. (1999) suggest that brand alliances may signal unobservable product quality. Moreover, James (2006) suggests that, the value of the alliance can be questioned when low levels of product quality are signaled by the alliance. On the other hand, prior research indicated that consumers' perceptions and attitudes towards each of brands involved in an alliance can influence attitudes towards the brand alliance (Simonin and Ruth, 1998; Rodrigue and Biswas, 2004; James, 2006; Bluemelhuber et al., 2007; Besharat, 2010) . Besides considering brand quality as an important factor and market signal, credibility of brand can be considered as another important signal. Thus, consumer's perception about credibility and quality of each of brands which are presented in an alliance may affect attitudes towards the alliance.
Brand Credibility
According to Erdem and Swait (2004) credibility is the most important attribute of a brand that can signal product positioning. Good warranty, advertising expenditure and brand names can serves as signals of quality (Rao et al., 1999) . Similarly, Erdem and Swait (2004) suggest that marketing mix elements (product, price, promotion, and place) as well as brand can be used as signals of product quality. However, what distinct brands from marketing mix elements is that brand names contains the cumulative effect of past marketing mix strategies and activities (Erdem and Swait, 2004) . In fact, each brand name may bring a certain level of credibility to consumer's mind.
Brand credibility is "the believability of the product position information embedded in a brand depending on consumers' perceptions of whether the brand has the ability and willingness to continuously deliver what has been promised" (Erdem and Swait, 2004) . The two aspects of brand credibility are trustworthiness and expertise (Erdem and Swait, 1998 , 2004 , Erdem et al., 2002 , 2006 . Trustworthiness means that whether a firm is willing to deliver what it has promised and expertise means whether a firm is able to meet what is promised (Baek and King, 2011) . According to signaling theory, brand credibility also can be used as a market signal. For example, higher credibility may result in higher consumer's evaluations of quality (Wernerfelt, 1988) . That is, consumers may evaluate credible brands as high quality brands (Baek and King, 2011) . The important issue in the context of brand alliance is that whether credibility of each constituent brand transfers to the alliance.
Perceived Quality
Zeithaml (1988) defines perceived quality "as the consumer's judgment about a product's overall excellence or superiority". Zeithaml (1988) argues that the quality which is perceived by consumer differ from actual quality. Actual or objective quality usually is measurable and verifiable which is based on the predetermined statndards (Zeithaml, 1988) . Rao and Ruekert (1994) also divide quality into objective and subjective. Marketing mix elements such as price, place, or promotion may provide consumers with a series of cues that can be used to evaluate quality of branded products. In line with the signaling theory, various elements related to the brand such as price, country of origin (Yoo et al., 2000) , good warranty and advertising expenditure (Rao and ruekert, 1999) can serve as quality signals. As discussed before, brand names also can serve as signals of unobservable quality (Rao and Ruekert, 1999) . Therefore, judgments about quality of a brand may be obtained from a direct experience with the brand or just brand names (Rao and Ruekert, 1994) .
According to Pappu et al. (2005) , perceived quality gives consumers a reason to buy a brand because brands can be differentiated by the perceived quality. Milewicz and Herbig (1994) argue that the higher the perceived quality of the brand is, the higher the evaluations of the brand extension are.
Signaling Theory
Signaling theory which is based on information asymmetry theory (when each party in a transaction have different information related to the transaction issue) provides a roadmap through which consumers can make judgments about product attributes and/or benefits. Problem of information asymmetry occurs when different levels of information flow between consumers and firms (Baek and King, 2011) . When consumers are uncertain about the quality of a product or service, using market signals can be helpful. A signal is defined as "an action that the seller can take to convey information credibly about unobservable product quality to the buyer" (Rao et al. 1999) . For example, as it mentioned before, advertising expenditure can serve as a signal because such expenditure will be incurred only by honest, high quality firms that can recoup their advertising expenditures from future sales (Rao and Ruekert, 1999) . Similarly, Kirmani (1990) suggests that consumers sometimes use their perceptions of advertising expenditures of firms as cues to infer quality when there isn't enough information about product quality.
Background of Research
Baek and king (2011) in a study, "Exploring the consequences of brand credibility in services", attempt to investigate whether the framework of brand credibility effects can be applied to service categories. They also examine whether brand credibility has the equal effect between different types of service and involvement level brand. Results of the study show that, brand credibility has a strong impact on purchase intention through an increase in perceived quality, perceived value for money, and information costs saved, and through a decrease in perceived risk across multiple service categories. The results also indicate that the extent to which brand credibility affect purchase intention differs between utilitarian and hedonic services.
Besharat (2010) in his study, "How co-branding versus brand extensions drive consumers' evaluations of new products: A brand equity approach", compares the effectiveness of co-branding versus brand extension strategies and examines whether different levels of brand equity have different effects on consumers' attitudes, quality perceptions, and purchase intentions for a new product. Results reveal that, partnering with a high-equity brand can derive consumers' evaluations of a new product. However, the findings of comparison indicate that there are no significant differences between co-branding and brand extensions in terms of consumer evaluations of an identical product.
Lafferty (2007) in a research entitled "The relevance of fit in a cause-brand alliance when consumers evaluate corporate credibility" shows that there is a positive relationship between consumers' perceptions of corporate credibility, attitudes towards the constituent brand, and purchase intentions. James (2006) , in his research, " Extension to alliance: Aaker and Keller's model revisited", revisits the Aaker and Keller's model and framework into the brand extensions. In this study James (2006) tries to apply Aaker and Keller's model and framework to brand alliance by returning to their work. Results show that, the primary objective of study was met. That is, extension framework can be applied to brand alliances. Additionally, findings indicated that there is a direct link and positive relationship between quality of original brand and attitudes towards the brand extension. Findings also have shown that there is a direct and positive relationship between partner brand perceived quality and attitudes towards the brand extension. Hadjicharalambous (2001) in his research, "Show me your friend and I will tell you who you are: A consumer evaluation of co-branding extensions: using structural equation model", seeks to extend brand extension-brand equity research by examining the phenomenon of co-branding. This study shows that the major effects of fit of each of the constituent brands are indirect. The results also show that quality of constituent brands has a positive direct effect on the consumer's evaluation of the extension. It means that the higher the quality of the core brand, the higher the evaluation of the extension.
Methodology

Pretest
To determine the appropriate brands in order to form hypothetical co-brand combinations, a pretest was conducted. Five categories (each includes 6 brand names) of brand names (1. Home appliances, 2. Computers and laptops, 3. Cell phones, 4. Sports, and 5. Sunglasses) were tested through a two section questionnaire. The participants (n=40) whose characteristics were similar to those that would be participating in the main study were instructed to indicate the extent to which they are familiar with the brand names through a series of 5-point likert scales (1="Not at all familiar", 5="Very familiar") in the first section. Similarly, for the second, they were asked to evaluate the quality of each brand name on a 5-point likert scale (1="Low quality", 5="High quality").
Two categories with most degree of familiarity selected through this procedure (Home appliances: Mean= 3.483, Std.Deviation= 0.589; Computers and laptops: Mean= 3.15, Std.Deviation= 1.149). In the first category two brands, both with the highest familiarity (Samsung: Mean= 4.60, Std.Deviation= 0.632; Sony: Mean= 4.58, Std.Deviation= 0.813), were selected as the core brands (brand A). In the second category also two brands, one high familiar brand (Dell: Mean= 4.32, Std.Deviation= 0.944), and one low familiar brand (Lenovo: Mean= 2.50, Std.Deviation= 1.553) were selected as the partner brands (brand B). Consistent with the previous research (Simonin and Ruth, 1998; Bluemelhuber et al., 2007) core brand group familiarity and quality were uniformly high but partner brand group familiarity and quality were variable.
After identifying brand names hypothetical brand alliance combinations were Samsung-Dell, Samsung-Lenovo, Sony-Dell, and Sony-Lenovo (see Table 1 .). Next, LED smart TV because of its fit with selected brands was chosen to be the carrier of co-brand names.
Main Study
This study can be considered as an applied research from purpose perspective and descriptive-survey with regards to the nature and method (type of correlation). A self administered questionnaire designed by researchers used to collect required data in order to support or reject hypotheses. All questions were on 5-point likert scale (1="Strongly disagree" and 5="Strongly agree"). The purpose of this study is to analyse factors affecting consumers' evaluation of brand alliance. This goal has been followed by examining the impact of constituent brands credibility on co-brand overall credibility, effect of perceived quality of the constituent brands on cobranded product perceived quality and constituent brands credibility and perceived quality on perceived price and purchase intention of cobranded product as the hypotheses of the study. This study was conducted among 189 shoppers (female: 54.5% and male: 45.5%) at one of branches of Refah Chain Stores in Isfahan city, Iran (see Table 2 .). Also, this study was done from August, 2010 to January, 2012. Consumer's evaluation about perceived quality of co-branded product  Consumer's evaluation about perceived price of co-branded product  Consumer's evaluation about purchase intention of co-branded product Main study employed a 2 (two high familiar brands, Samsung and Sony) X 2 (a high familiar brand, Dell, and a low familiar brand, Lenovo) between subjects factorial design.
Data Analysis and Results
In order to test the study's hypotheses a series of multiple regressions were used to analyse the relationships between the predictors (independent variables) and the dependent variables. The hypotheses and results are as follows:
H1 a : Credibility of brand A positively affects the consumer's evaluation of co-brand credibility.
H1 b :
Credibility of brand B positively affects the consumer's evaluation of co-brand credibility.
Credibility of constituent brands, brand A and brand B, were significant at the 0.05 level (see Table 3 .). Thus, H1 a and H1 b are fully supported.
H2 a :
Perceived quality of brand A positively affects the consumer's evaluation of quality of co-branded product.
H2 b :
Perceived quality of brand B positively affects the consumer's evaluation of quality of co-branded product.
Perceived quality of constituent brands, brand A and brand B, were significant at the level of 0.05 (see Table 4 .). Thus, H2 a and H2 b are supported.
H3 a :
Credibility of brand A positively affects the consumer's evaluation of perceived price of co-branded product.
H3 b :
Credibility of brand B positively affects the consumer's evaluation of perceived price of co-branded product.
H3 c : Perceived quality of brand A positively affects the consumer's evaluation of perceived price of co-branded product.
H3 d :
Perceived quality of brand B positively affects the consumer's evaluation of perceived price of co-branded product.
Credibility and perceived quality of constituent brands, brand A and brand B, were significant at the 0.05 level (see Tables 5. and 6. 
H4 a :
Credibility of brand A positively affects the consumer's evaluation of purchase intention of co-branded product.
H4 b :
Credibility of brand B positively affects the consumer's evaluation of purchase intention of co-branded product.
H4 c : Perceived quality of brand A positively affects the consumer's evaluation of purchase intention of co-branded product.
H4 d :
Perceived quality of brand B positively affects the consumer's evaluation of purchase intention of co-branded product.
Credibility of constituent brands, brand A and brand B, and perceived quality of brand B were significant at the 0.05 level, but perceived quality of brand A was insignificant (see Tables 7 . And 8.). Thus, H4 a, H4 b , and H4 d are fully supported, but H4 c is rejected.
Conclusion
The results showed that H1 a and H1 b are significantly supported. Thus, credibility of constituent brands (brands A and B) has a positive and direct effect on co-brand credibility. That is, the higher the credibility of constituent brands, the higher the co-brand credibility. Our findings are consistent with the findings from the previous study (Ballester and Espallardo, 2008) . According to the standardized regression coefficients, credibility of brand A has more effect on co-brand credibility than brand B does. Results of testing the hypotheses H2 a and H2 b indicate that, perceived quality of brand A and Brand B affect the perceived quality of co-branded product individually and positively. That is, brands with high perceived quality involved in an alliance can result in higher consumer's evaluation of perceived quality of co-branded product. Thus earlier research findings in the case of co-branding (Hadjicharalambous, 2001 ) are replicated in this study. Moreover, perceived quality of constituent brand B has more effect than constituent brand A on consumer's evaluation of perceived quality of co-branded product. In fact, credibility and perceived quality of brands (A and B) involved in a brand alliance can serve as market signals that help consumer to make judgments about credibility of co-brand and quality of co-branded product.
Results supported the hypotheses H3 a, H3 b , H3 c , and H3 d . Thus, credibility of each of constituent brands (brand A and brand B) has a positive and direct effect on the perceived price of the co-branded product. That is, the higher the credibility of constituent brands, the higher the consumer's evaluation of the perceived price of the co-branded product. Our findings are in consistent with previous study's findings (Baek and King, 2011) . Grewal et al. (1998) findings also show that, the more positive the brand reputation is, the higher the buyers' expectations about the price would be. In addition, credibility of brand B has more effect on the consumer's evaluation of perceived price of the co-branded product than credibility of brand A does. Results also show that, perceived quality of constituent brands (brand A and brand B) has a positive and direct effect on the perceived price of the co-branded product. According to the standardized regression coefficients, perceived quality of brand B has more effect than brand A on the perceived price of the co-branded product. According to the signaling theory, credibility and perceived quality of each of constituent brands can perform as signals of co-branded perceived price to be different.
H4 a and H4 b were fully supported which means that credibility of each of constituent brands (brand A and brand B) has a positive and direct effect on the purchase intention of the co-branded product. That is, brands with high credibility make it easier for consumers to make a decision about purchasing of co-branded products. In fact, credibility of brands involved in an alliance serves as a signal of purchase intention. Our findings are consistent with the findings from the previous study in cause-brand alliance (Lafferty, 2007) . Moreover, effect of credibility of brand B is more than effect of brand A on the purchase intention of the co-branded product.
Supporting H4 d and rejecting H4 c by the study's results shows that, only perceived quality of brand B has a positive and direct effect on purchase intention of the co-branded product whereas perceived quality of brand A has no effect at all on the purchase intention of the co-branded product. It means that, the higher the perceived quality of brand B, the higher the consumer's evaluation of purchase intention of co-branded product. According to the signaling theory, quality of brand B can be used by consumers as a cue to make a decision about purchasing of a co-branded product. In addition, our findings are consistent with the previous research in the case of single brands (Baek and King, 2011) .
Managerial Implications
Based on the results and findings, this study identifies the following implications. First, findings imply that credibility of constituent brands affects the consumers' evaluations of overall credibility of co-brand. Thus, managers, especially marketing and brand managers who look for a partner to form a brand alliance should consider the credibility level of the partner brand. If a brand has the high levels of the credibility in the market, it would be desirable to form an alliance with a brand which is more credible or at least is the same. But, if a brand has the low levels of credibility, and looks for a partner brand, it is necessary to form an alliance with a high credible brand because it would experience higher levels of credibility than it had before forming the alliance.
Second, the impact of perceived quality of constituent brands on perceived quality of co-branded product proposes that it is necessary to consider partners which are high quality based on the consumers' opinions in order to form an alliance. Partnering with a high quality brand would enhance the consumers' evaluations of the co-branded product. Based on the findings, each of brands involved in brand alliance has different effect on the evaluation of the co-branded product. Thus, assessment of the perceived quality of each constituent brand would provide managers with valuable information that can be used to develop criteria for choosing and evaluating potential partner brands (Hadjicharalambous, 2001 ).
Third, when consumers evaluate various branded products, they usually use price as an important criterion. As the previous studies suggest, price can serve as a signal of quality of products (Kotler, 1991; Monroe, 2003) . That is, the higher the price of the product, the higher the quality of it. Our findings show that, credibility and perceived quality of constituent brands have a direct and positive effect on perceived price of co-branded product. Thus, higher credibility and perceived quality of brands lead to higher consumer's evaluation of co-branded product price that is, consumer expects co-branded product price to be different from or higher than the same products with a single brand. Keller (2003) argues that, customers tend to pay higher prices for products with well known brands than for products with unknown brands. Therefore, managers should be aware of factors such as credibility and perceived quality of each brand affecting consumers' evaluations of co-branded product price before forming an alliance because findings of this study offer credibility and perceived quality as signals of perceived price.
Finally, based on the study's results, credibility of each of constituent brands affect the consumer's purchase intention of co-branded product. Thus, managers by choosing credible partner brands, provides their customers with the cues that make decision making about purchasing of the co-branded product easier for them. Our findings show that, only perceived quality of brand B has a direct effect on consumer's evaluation of purchase intention. Thus, in order to form a brand alliance, mangers should consider and select a partner brand which is high quality. By doing this, they would enhance the consumers' evaluations of purchase intention of co-branded products.
Generally, managers should consider brand credibility and perceived quality of brand as important factors that can affect the consumers' evaluation of brand alliance. Based on findings of this study, choosing right and appropriate partner brand is essential to secure a successful brand alliance. 
